In this issue, the Journal begins a new series Data brief from the Circumpolar Health Observatory. The series will periodically feature data outputs from the Circumpolar Health Observatory [CircHOB] circhob.circumpolarhealth.org. CircHOB is a project proposed by the Arctic Human Health Expert Group [AHHEG] and authorized by the Arctic Council at a meeting of Senior Arctic Officials in April, 2010.
Geographical coverage
The northern regions covered by CircHOB are shown in Figure 1 and the key to the 2-letter country and region codes are listed in Table I. The whole of Alaska and Greenland are included in CircHOB. Northern Canada includes only the three northern territories, all located above 60 o N latitude. The northernmost counties in Norway, Sweden, and Finland constitute the northern regions of those countries. ["County" here refers to fylke in Norway, län in Sweden, and lääni in Finland]. Note that in 2010, Finland abolished the lääni and replaced it with the aluehallintovirasto or AVI, translated as regional state administrative agency. For the northern regions of Oulu [now called Pohjois-Suomi] and Lappi, there is little boundary change.
The situation in Russia is quite complex. The Russian Federation is composed of different types of administrative divisions called federal "subjects" (subyetkty), including republic, kray, oblast, autonomous okrug, and federal city, with varying degrees of autonomy. An autonomous okrug (AO), with the exception of Chukotka, is generally part of some higher level units such as an oblast or kray, and usually represents the traditional territory of some indigenous ethnic group. Demographic and health data are usually available for these AO separately. Note that as of January 1, 2007, the Taymyr, Evenki and Koryak AO ceased to exist as distinct federal subjects, and were fully absorbed into the Krasnoyarsk kray and Kamchatka kray, although some statistics continue to be produced for these former AOs. 
Data brief: introduction and population

Population
In assessing the health of a population, accurate enumeration of the population is needed to provide the denominator for the rates and proportions which constitute many health indicators. CircHOB provides the mean or mid-year population and its age-sex distribution aggregated in 5-year age-groups (0-4, 5-9, etc). Other population-related indicators are also included, such as population density (Fig.1) , the proportion of indigenous peoples in the population, and the population of selected cities. In health indicators such as age-specific mortality rates, both the numerator (number of deaths) and denominator (size of population) are derived from the same geographical region. Since many regions have small populations, it will frequently be necessary to combine multiple years of event data. It should be noted that population counts are being used as a proxy for person-years at risk, which is the real denominator for incidence rates. That also makes the calculation of confidence intervals more straightforward (compared to the alternative of thinking of rates for a multiple year period as an average of annual rates).
Sources of data and limitations
There are two sources of information on population -the census and population registry. Both are in use in the circumpolar countries. All data presented in CircHOB are retrieved from websites in the public domain which serve as a portal to public access data, supplemented by special requests to the relevant agencies to fill specific data gaps, especially for subnational and regional data.
The Nordic countries have well established population registries, which are continu-ously updated, and thus capable of generating the precise population of the country and its regions at a point in time, such as the beginning of the year (January 1, as in the case of Denmark, Greenland, Faroe Islands, and Norway), or at year end (Dec 31, as in the case of Finland, Iceland and Sweden). Where mean population is not published, it can be obtained by averaging the Jan 1 or Dec 31 populations of two successive years. Decennial population and housing censuses are also conducted in Norway and Finland (but discontinued in other Nordic countries), primarily to obtain information about living conditions and other characteristics of the population. Iceland plans to reinstate the census in 2011. Other countries rely on special-purpose sample surveys.
Canada, United States and Russia rely on periodic censuses. Canadian censuses are conducted every 5 years in the years ending in "1" and "6". In the United States, a census is conducted once every 10 years in the year ending in "0". Russian censuses are irregular -the last Soviet census was completed in 1989, and the first post-Soviet census in 2002. A new census is scheduled for October 2010. In the "intercensal" years, these jurisdictions produce annual estimates of the population, taking into account data on births, deaths, and migrations. It is these annual estimates (for all years including census years) that are presented in CircHOB. They are preferable to the raw census counts as denominators. 
Patterns and trends
The population density (expressed as number of persons per km 2 ) shown in Fig 1. , varies from 0.02 in Nunavut to 35 in the Faroe Islands. Table 1 shows the trend in mean population from 1990 to 2009. There has been little change in the mean population of Greenland and the northern regions of the Nordic countries, whereas Alaska, northern Canada and Iceland witnessed substantial growth. Of particular note is the depopulation of many northern Russian regions, with some losing more than half its population in 20 years. In only two regions -Yamalo-Nenets AO and Khanty-Mansi AO -which experienced large scale oil and gas development, did the population increase. While indigenous people are a population of special interest, not all circumpolar regions provide statistical data that can be disaggregated by ethnicity. A future data brief will discuss the problems associated with enumerating circumpolar indigenous people.
Concluding remarks
CircHOB is a new open access online resource designed to serve the needs of researchers, statisticians, health care providers, public health practitioners, and policy makers in all circumpolar countries. The Data Brief series will present different health indicators, inform readers of data availability, highlight methodological issues and summarize changes and new developments at the Observatory. While this first Data Brief focuses on population data, future changes will be noted on the website or through any of the affiliated subscription-based social media tools (RSS Feeds, Facebook, Twitter). Feedback from users is essential for the continuous improvement and sustainability of CircHOB. A monitored wiki mechanism is also being developed and will be used to provide a regulated mechanism for feedback, keep the site contents current, and enhance data quality. Readers are encouraged to visit the site and provide feedback specific to the population data or other comments.
